Excavations in China i pistols, returned to the site at nightfall^ Some dug a trench
whilst others formed a defensive ring* round them. Work proceeded quickly as it was necessary jp finish before dawn. Anyone intruding upon the operation was killed off without mercy and only a detachment of well-trained soldiers could break up the gang.
When official excavations were begun on the site of the ancient Shang residence the mound was already pitted with holes made by clandestine diggers. The damage done to scientific investigation by this kind of pilfering can be judged by one example. Seven large tortoise-shells, covered with inscriptions, were found deeply buried. They gave very full information on near-by buildings, including the date of their construction. Six inches away was a shaft dug by a peasant. If he had found them and removed them they would have been virtually useless.
Up to 1934 not a single inviolate Shang tomb had been discovered. None could be dated accurately and no precise information could be deduced about Shang burial customs or religion. No ritual bronze vessel had been unearthed under anything approaching scientific conditions. The most important link of all was still missing—a skeleton which would give us an idea of what the Shang people looked like. The pillagers had indeed found hundreds of skeletons, but they had scattered their bones far and wide so that the spirit of the dead would not seek its revenge on the living. Now the gaps are being filled in by many excavations, though summarizing reports are not yet available.
179 of An-yang, were unsafe areas because of the wretched poverty of the peasants whose only source of livelihood was often theft and pillaging. When a landowner had been lucky enough to make an important find, he ran the risk of being carried off by brigands and held to ransom. The robbers of tombs had evolved their own method. As they could only work by night they spent the daytime sounding the ground by driving in long, hollow sticks where they considered the site favourable, The nature of the soil brought up inside the stick indicated whether or not there might be an ancient tomb under the surface. If the soundings were favourable, a gang of fifty or sixty men, armed with
